The field of optics has, within the working life of a generation of scientists and engineers, moved from being a relatively obscure and traditional aspect of the physics curriculum to being the topic which has provided the powerhouse for a revolution in communications, measurement and sensing. Fibre optics, and the associated technology of modern optics are widely available and, coupled with advanced signal processing systems, have become effective tools for the engineer today. Measurement and control have benefited considerably -good measurement lies at the heart of effective control -and the new techniques offered by optics and optical approaches are providing a real change in methods available. It is a fortunate field of engineering where 'spin-off' products from one area of the technology can profoundly affect another -the varieties of fibre optics that we see today, doped and undoped, single and multimode, polarization preserving or otherwise, coupled to research in materials science which has opened up new possibilities for plastic or polymer fibres, give considerable scope to the sensor designer. Equally, the range of compact sources and detectors, over a wide spectral band, with high sensitivity and low power consumption has changed the potential for field use of many optical systems using these components. Be they contact or noncontact in operation, the optical sensor world moves on apace.
This special issue of this Transactions of the Institute of Measurement and Control is the first to deal specifically with optical techniques in the field. It draws on the expertise of a number of authors who have contributed papers reflecting their work in the fibre optics and optoelectronics field and showing their view of the way forward in a number of areas. My particular thanks goes to them for taking the time to contribute high quality articles of this type to this special issue of Transactions. I believe that even those new to the subject will find the material interesting and challenging, representing as it does some of the best work, in these islands, on the subject. What I hope will soon become apparent is the potential of some of the techniques discussed and with that the opportunity for wider applications. Researchers from this part of northwest Europe have had a very strong influence on the development of the field of optical, and especially fibre-optic sensing, since the 1970s, and that influence continues today. We have, perhaps, been slower to capitalize on the research -not so much in terms of the output of highly trained manpower from our universities but in the exploitation of the inventiveness of these researchers. There is evidence that this is changing, slowly but in a determined way, as industry overcomes some of its previous reluctance to embrace a new technological area with its issues and challenges for the future.
I believe that this issue signals a new emphasis in the relaunched Transactions of the Institute of Measurement and Control in this special issue on optics and optical techniques in measurement and control. As the President of the Institute in this Millennium year I believe that seeing the success of the Transactions is a top priority for a thriving professional body and something I wish strongly to foster in my activity throughout the year. I hope that this will have your support and that the optics community especially can make Transactions the 'journal of choice' for measurement and sensing.
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